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CPU LOAD-MISS RECOVERY MECHANISM 

Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates to a method and/or 
architecture for Reduced Instruction Set Computer (RISC) Central 
Processing Unit (CPU) cores generally and, more particularly, to a 
method and/or architecture for handling data cache misses on a RISC 
CPU core. 

Backaroiind of the Invention 

Two features are important to have a pipelined processor 
operate at a high performance level (i) the processor should 
operate at a highest possible frequency and (ii) the number of 
stall cycles should be minimized. 

Pipelined processors use a data cache to feed the 
pipeline with data quickly. Caching minimizes delays caused by 
memory and system bus latency by keeping the most probably needed 
data readily available to the pipeline. When the required data is 
found in the cache (e.g., a cache-hit) then the data can be 
immediately loaded into a register within the pipeline and 


00-487 
1496.00053 

execution can continue. When the required data is not found in the 
cache (e.g., a cache-miss) then the processor is stalled while the 
data is obtained from main memory. This stall takes place though 
the data may not be immediately required for proper execution of 
the instructions. 

In general, a bigger cache will give a higher hit-rate 
and thus provide better performance due to fewer stalls. Bigger 
caches, however, come at the expense of increased silicon usage and 
added implementation difficulties that may reduce the maximum 
operating frequency. It is therefore desirable to find a balance 
between performance (high cache-hit rate, low cache-miss penalty) 
and cost (small silicon area and minimal design effort and risk) . 

Summary of the Invention 

The present invention concerns a method of recovering 
from loading invalid data into a register within a pipelined 
processor. The method comprises the steps of (A) setting a 
register status for the register to an invalid state in response to 
loading invalid data into the register, and (B) stalling the 
processor in response to an instruction requiring data buffered by 
the register and the register status being in the invalid state. 
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The objects, features and advantages of the present 
invention include providing a method and an architecture that 
allows the processor to operate at a higher performance level by 
minimizing the number of stall cycles required to correct invalid 
data, and allowing the processor to continue executing as long as 
possible in the presence of invalid data. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

These and other objects, features and advantages of the 
present invention will be apparent from the following detailed 
description and the appended claims and drawings in which: 

FIG. 1 is a functional block diagram of a pipelined 
processor implementing the present invention; 

FIG. 2 is a partial functional block diagram of the 

pipeline; 

FIG. 3 is a detailed diagram of a portion of the present 

invention; 

FIG. 4 is another detailed diagram of another portion of 
the present invention; and 

FIG. 5 is a flow diagram of a method of recovering from 
a load cache-miss. 
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Detailed Description of the Preferred Embodiments 

FIG. 1 is a functional block diagram of a pipelined 
processor 100 illustrating an implementation of the present 
invention. The processor 100 has a five-stage pipeline 102 in the 
preferred embodiment. Other sizes of pipelines and parallel 
pipelines may also be used within the scope of the present 
invention. 

A fetch-stage (F-stage) 104 of the pipeline 102 is 
responsible for fetching instructions. The F-stage 104 includes an 
instruction cache (I -cache) 106 organized as two-way set 
associative. The I -cache 106 is updated from a main memory (not 
shown) through a bus interface unit 108. 

An instruction decode/register fetch stage (R-stage) 110 
is provided following the F-stage 104. The R-stage 110 decodes 
each instruction presented by the F-stage 104 and then fetches any 
required data. The R-stage 110 contains 32 data registers, 
depicted as a register file 112, that buffers operands for 
instructions . 

An execution stage (X-stage) 114 performs arithmetic 
operations on the data fetched in R-stage 110. The data may be 
presented by the register file 112 or bypassed from earlier issued 
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instructions in the pipeline The X-stage 114 generally contains 
multiple registers. In the present example, an XA register 116, an 
XB register 118, and an XC register 12 0 buffer data presented by 
the R-stage 110. Data produced by the X-stage 114 can be presented 
to the R-stage 110 and to a memory stage 122. A program counter 
address may also be presented by the X-stage 114 to the F-stage 104 
to account for jump instructions in the instruction flow. 

The memory stage (M- stage) 122 is responsible for storing 
data presented by the X-stage 114 into a data cache (D-cache) 124 
and loading data from the D-cache 124 into other registers. The 
D-cache 124 is organized as two-way set associative. Other 
organizations of the D-cache 124 may be employed within the scope 
of the present invention. Data in the D-cache 124 is updated to 
and from the main memory (not shown) through the bus interface unit 
108. The M-stage 122 includes a memory data register (MD) 126 that 
buffers data to be stored in the D-cache 124. In most cases, the 
MD register 126 will buffer results that are to be stored in the 
register file 112. Data in the M-stage 122 can be presented to the 
X-stage 114, the R-stage 110, and a write-back stage 128. 

The write-back stage (W-stage) 128 has a write data 
register (WD) 130 that buffers data presented by the M-stage 122. 
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Data buffered in the WD register 13 0 may be presented back to the 
R-stage 110 and the M-stage 122, Data buffered by the WD register 
130 is usually simultaneously stored in the register file 112. 
However, since the data in the register file 112 cannot be accessed 
in the R-stage 110 until one cycle later, then the duplicate data 
buffered in the WD register 130 may be used instead. 

Logic 132 is connected to the pipeline 102 to allow 
stalling in the pipeline 102, and thus of the processor 100, to be 
delayed when possible. The logic 132 interfaces with the register 
file 112, XA register 116, XB register 118, XC register 120, MD 
register 126, and WD register 130. These six registers are 
generically referred to hereinafter as the pipeline registers. 

FIG. 2 shows additional detail of the pipeline 102 
example. A program counter (PC) 200 provides an address of the 
instruction being fetched by the F-stage 104. Ideally, the PC 200 
identifies an instruction already buffered in the I-cache 106. 

Multiple multiplexers 202, 204 and 206 are provided in 
the R-stage 110. These multiplexers 202, 204 and 206 are used to 
select a source of data presented to the XA 116, XB 118 and XC 120 
registers respectively in the X-stage 114. 
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The X-stage 114 includes an arithmetic logic unit (ALU) 
208 and a shifter (SFT) 210 for operating on the data buffered by 
the XA 116, XB 118, and XC 120 registers. Multiple multiplexers 
212 and 214 in the X-stage 114 are used to select a source of data 
presented to the MD register 126 in the M-stage 122. The M-stage 
122 contains another multiplexer 216 for use in selecting a source 
of data to be presented to the WD register 130 in the W-stage 128. 

Referring to FIG. 3, each of the pipeline registers 300 
typically use multiple bits 302 to buffer data. The present 
invention adds at least one bit 304 to the pipeline registers 300 
to buffer a register status. A single bit 304 buffering the 
register status may indicate either a valid status or an invalid 
status. The register status is generated by the logic 132 for 
loading into one or more pipeline registers 300. Logic 132 also 
reads the register status from the pipeline registers 300 to 
determine the validity of the data stored in the multiple bits 302. 

The embodiment of the logic 132 shown in FIG. 3 is an 
example where the register status is stored as a single bit 3 04 in 
each pipeline register 300. Here, three different conditions CI, 
C2 and C3 are used to indicate that the data buffered by register 
300 is invalid. A logical OR function 306 is implemented by the 
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logic 132 to set the register status to the invalid state whenever 
one or more of the conditions CI, C2 or C3 indicate that the data 
is invalid. The register status presented by each pipeline 
register 300 to the logic 132 is thus a single bit. 

Ref erring to FIG. 4, an example of the register file 112 
is shown where the register status is buffered as three bits 400 
within the register file 112. Each of the three bits 400 holds one 
of the three conditions CI, C2 and C3 that may indicate that the 
buffered data is invalid. In this example, the logic 132 
implements a logical OR function 402 to combine the three bits 400 
into one register status. If any one of the three conditions CI, 
C2 or C3 presents the invalid state to the logic 132, then the 
logical OR function 402 presents the register status as the invalid 
state . 

It will be apparent to one skilled in the art that the 
example implementations shown in FIG. 3 and FIG. 4 are easily 
modified. For example, the logical states of conditions CI, C2 and 
C3 may be inverted so that the register status is determined using 
a logical AND function. In another example, conditions CI and C2 
may be logically OR'd together and buffered by one bit with 
condition C3 being buffered by a second bit. In still another 
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example, the register status may be physically separated from the 
data registers. In such cases of physical separation there is a 
logical connection between the register status bits and the data 
registers. It will also be apparent that other numbers of bits may 
be implemented for buffering the register status. Additionally, 
other numbers of conditions may be used to indicate when the 
buffered data is invalid. 

In an example embodiment, the register status is buffered 
in the pipeline registers as up to three bits. Consider first the 
X-stage 114. The XA register 116, XB register 118, and XC register 
120 have a first bit used to indicate invalid data received from 
the register file 112. A second bit is used to indicate that the 
data has been received from an M-stage 122 load or conditional 
store. A third bit is used to indicate that a load in the M-stage 
122 missed in the D-cache 124 or there was a conditional store. 
This third bit is stored in only one place and made available 
globally for all pipeline registers. This approach takes into 
account the fact that a load cache-miss is detected late in the 
clock cycle. By storing this information in one place (e.g., the 
third bit) then the load cache-miss status does not have to 
propagate to multiple status bits in multiple locations. A short 
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path between the cache-miss detection logic and the third status 
bit results in a short propagation delay. The longer the 
propagation delay, the longer the current pipeline cycle must 
extend to tag the data as invalid. To determine the validity of an 
X-stage register 116, 118, and 120 the condition of the first, 
second, and third status bits are examined. 

In the M-stage 122 the first status bit is associated 
with a different condition. Here, the first bit is used to 
indicate that the MD register 12 6 has received data from an invalid 
X-stage register 116, 118, or 120. 

In the R-stage 110, there is no condition for the first 
bit. The register file 112 is associated with only the second and 
third status bits. The register file 112, however, has a unique 
status register associated with it to help distinguish between the 
32 actual data registers. Only one of the data registers can be 
marked as invalid at any given time. The unique register indicates 
which of the 32 data registers holds the invalid data. 

The WD register 130 does not require a private set of 
status bits in this example embodiment. The WD register 130 is 
used to hold the same data as the register file 112. Consequently, 
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the valid/ invalid status of the WD register 130 will be the same as 
the register file 112 . 

Referring to FIG. 5, a method of operating the processor 
100 to recover from registering invalid data is described. One 
condition that may result in invalid data being stored in a 
register is a cache-load miss from the D-cache 124. When a load 
cache-miss occurs (e.g., the YES branch of decision block 500) then 
the pipeline register that should have received the valid data does 
not, and thus is left buffering invalid data. Detection of the 
cache-load miss condition will trigger the BIU 108 to obtain valid 
data from the main memory, as shown in block 508. The logic 132 
also sets the register status of that pipeline register to the 
invalid state, as shown in block 502. Setting the register status 
to the invalid state may take place before, after, or in parallel 
with fetching the valid data from the main memory. 

Another second condition that may result in invalid data 
in one of the pipeline registers is a conditional store (e.g., the 
YES branch of decision block 504) . In this case, the logic 132 
sets the register status of the pipeline register or registers 
buffering the conditional store data to the invalid state, as shown 
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in block 502, and the BIU fetches the valid data from the main 
memory, as shown in block 508. 

A third condition is where one pipeline register 
buffering invalid data transfers the invalid data to another 
pipeline register (e.g., the YES branch of decision block 506). 
Here, the status of one pipeline register is flowed to a receiving 
pipeline register. 

Detection of the cache- load miss condition and the 
conditional store condition triggers the BIU 108 to obtain valid 
data from the main memory, as shown in block 508. Execution in the 
processor 100 may continue while the BIU 108 is obtaining the valid 
data as long as the valid data is not required by an instruction 
for proper execution or new data is not about to be written into 
the pipeline register (e.g., the NO branch of decision block 510) . 
In general, most instructions need valid data (e.g., operands) in 
the X-stage 114. Exceptions to this general rule are store 
instructions that simply pass the invalid data along to the MD 
register 126 in the M-stage 122. In these situations, the invalid 
data does not require correction until the M-stage 122 attempts to 
store the invalid data into the D-cache 124. 
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Several conditions may trigger a stall (e.g., the YES 
branch of decision block 510) . One condition is that the valid 
data will be required for proper execution of an instruction. 
Another condition is that the BIU 108 returns with the valid data. 
Still another condition is that an instruction is about to 
overwrite the invalid data with new data while the BIU 108 is busy- 
obtaining the valid data. If one or more of these conditions occur 
then the processor will stall, as shown in block 512. After the 
valid data is available and the processor is stalled (e.g., the YES 
branch of decision block 514) , then all invalid pipeline registers 
are updated with valid data, as shown in block 516. The register 
status of the updated pipeline registers are also reset to the 
valid state. 

A stall initiated only because valid data has been 
entered into the D-cache 124 requires one cycle to correct the 
pipeline registers. A stall initiated because an instruction 
requires valid data or because new data is about to overwrite the 
invalid data may last several cycles while the valid data is 
obtained and loaded. 

In cases where the stall was due to new data about to 
overwrite the invalid data, then the valid data is first allowed to 
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correct the invalid data, as shown in block 516. The new data may 
then be written over the valid data, as shown in block 518. If the 
pipeline 102 is not stalled before writing new data, then the newly- 
written data will be shortly replaced with the ''valid data" 
obtained from memory by the BIU 108. Alternatively, a mechanism 
may be provided to cancel the correction since the invalid data has 
been eliminated by the write. 

Additional conditions may be defined that require the 
pipeline 102 to stall. For example, design of the logic 132 may be 
kept simple if only one load or conditional store can be scheduled 
in the pipeline 102 simultaneously. While the BIU 108 is obtaining 
the valid data, any subsequent load or conditional store could be 
stalled in the M-stage 122. This way, a one load cycle of valid 
data can be used to correct all instances of the invalid data in 
the pipeline registers simultaneously. Conversely, if multiple 
invalid data types are allowed to exist in the pipeline 102 
simultaneously, then the logic 132 must be able to distinguish 
among individual invalid data types for correction. 

Still another example where stalling is required is a 
jump based upon data in a pipeline register. If the register is 
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buffering invalid data then the jump should be stalled until the 
invalid data is corrected. 

The present invention may be implemented by the 
preparation of ASICs, FPGAs, or by interconnecting an appropriate 
network of conventional components circuits that will be readily 
apparent to those skilled in the arts. 

While the invention has been particularly shown and 
described with reference to the preferred embodiments thereof, it 
will be understood by those skilled in the art that various changes 
in form and details may be made without departing from the spirit 
and scope of the invention. 


